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Abstract
A cultural competence model of youth ministry provides an alternative to the more familiar
lens of cultural relevance, which has become equated with watered-down, market-driven
Christianity. Cultural competence focuses on creating inclusive organizations that are
responsive to cultural difference. This makes it an ideal approach for churches that wish to
attract and retain emerging generations.

Relevance
After teaching a seminary course in youth
culture for over a decade, I find myself
choking on the word ‘relevant.’ I’m not any
less passionate about the intersection of faith
and culture. It’s just that the term, once
informed by contextualization, now seems
overrun by commercialization. When
someone speaks of ‘being relevant’ it leads
others to assume you’ll be spicing up next
week’s Bible study with clips from the latest
movie, just to keep the youth coming.
How did relevance collapse into cool?
‘Cool hunting’ is a term coined in the late
nineties to describe marketers’ pursuit of the
next youth trend, brought to life in Rushkoff’s
(2001) documentary, Merchants of Cool. In
fact, ever since the post-WWII rise of the

teenager, “youth culture and marketing have
been historically intertwined” (Kjeldgaard &
Askegaard, 2006, p. 233). Late consumer
capitalism, “the penetration of market values
into areas of personal and social life where
they do not belong” (Hamilton, 2007, p. 3),
now creates a climate where even youth
programs have become consumer products.
This has turned cultural relevance into the
practical equivalent of market relevance.
McCracken (2010a) lit up the blogsphere
with his book Hipster Christianity: When
Church and Cool Collide. In a companion
article in the Wall Street Journal he warned:
If the evangelical Christian leadership
thinks that ‘cool Christianity’ is a sustainable
path forward, they are severely mistaken. As a
twentysomething, I can say with confidence
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that when it comes to church, we don't want
cool as much as we want real.
If we are interested in Christianity in any
sort of serious way, it is not because it's easy
or trendy or popular. It's because Jesus
himself is appealing, and what he says rings
true. It's because the world we inhabit is
utterly phony, ephemeral, narcissistic, imageobsessed and sex-drenched—and we want
an alternative. It's not because we want more
of the same. (McCracken, 2010b, p. 14-15)
He is not the first to challenge the church
on the issue of relevance. Guinness (2003)
asked: “How on earth have we Christians
become so irrelevant when we have tried so
hard to be relevant?” (p. 11). Many, including
Guinness, would say we’ve gotten here by
accommodating ourselves to the whims of
culture. One leading youth specialist charged
that youth ministry is trapped in its own state
of adolescence. “Obsessed with cool. Trendy.
Impulsive. Self-focused…. We're not just
working with teenagers; we're starting to think
like them…. I’m concerned that in our efforts
to make the gospel more relevant, we're in
danger of dressing up and dumbing down a
message that Paul described as inherently
foolish to those who are perishing” (Robbins,
2009, p. 1-2, 6).
Given that relevance has become equated
with watered-down, market-driven Christianity,
perhaps it’s time for a new model of culturally
responsive youth ministry, one that engages
youth culture from a different point of view.
The cultural competence model developed by
Cross, Bazron, Dennis & Isaacs (1989) may
provide the way forward. Here are several
reasons why.

Relevance or Competence?
Segmentation vs. Integration Market
relevance divides the population into
segments in order to hone in on consumers’
preferences. In her book, The $100 Billion
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Allowance: How to Get Your Chare of the
Global Teen Market, Moses (2000) divided
the youth demographic into six “value
segments,” with tips on how to cash-in on
each one (pp. 79-104). Youth ministry often
adopts this divide-and-conquer strategy. It
has drawn on the literature of generational
segmentation, while compromising the
theological vision of unity set forth by Jesus
(John 17).
Rather than segregating groups, the
cultural competence model seeks to integrate
diverse groups into an organizational scope
by creating inclusive environments and
respectful practices. Ongoing research in
Fuller Youth Institute’s College Transition
Project supports this approach. It reveals a
strong link between students’ intergenerational
involvement and their decision to remain in
the church after graduation (Powell, 2009).
Surface vs. Deep In their search for the
next big thing, cool hunters have gleaned
from what Weaver (1986) pictured as
‘surface culture’ - that fifteen percent of the
‘cultural iceberg’ above waterline. This is
made up of a group’s observable behaviors,
language, and preferences. Much of what
passes as relevance in youth ministry relates
to these visual and auditory elements of
popular culture. It’s easy, quick, and doesn’t
require much thought. Channel surfers make
the broadest swath, as do those who know
which blogs report the tips of the icebergs,
including the latest ones. Cultural
competence, on the other hand, gives careful
consideration to ‘deep culture.’ This larger,
submerged part of the iceberg is made up of a
group’s sub-conscious beliefs, values and
assumptions. The Bible speaks to this deep
level of culture, while for the sake of
relevance, many youth ministries remain on
the surface. Being relevant to the tip of the
cultural iceberg, however, is not the same as
competently responding to what lies beneath.
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Attractive vs. Effective Creating relevance
in the marketplace is about making products
attractive to consumers. Marketers design
strategies to influence consumer behavior and
increase sales. Youth ministries have followed
suit, packaging the Gospel with the latest
trends and then measuring success by the
vanload. According to Root (2007) these
‘strategies of influence,’ once popular in
1940’s and 50’s youth ministry, have slowly
lost their appeal. What’s more, they fail to
serve the most troubled youth . The cultural
competence model, however, emerged out of
a commitment by health agencies to serve
diverse populations. The goal was to develop
people and systems that could provide
assistance to cultural groups in an effective
and respectful way rather than to merely
attract customers.

competence model excels. By definition,
competence focuses on structure—on
developing behaviors, policies and attitudes
within an organization that allow it to be
effective in working with another culture
(Cross et al., 1989). Quite simply, if the
church wants to succeed with younger
generations, it needs to stop throwing cool
stuff at them and start paying attention to
structure.

Borrow vs. Invest Over the years,
marketers have tried to borrow ‘cool’ from
youth culture. Not to be outdone, evangelical
youth ministries have drawn heavily from
popular culture. Radosh (2008) documented
an entire “parallel universe” of Christian pop
culture, including everything from Christian
theme parks to a Christian wrestling
federation. More recently, companies have
been advised to invest in culture, by weaving
their brand into the “cultural DNA” of their
target market (Popcorn, 2006). Culturally
competent organizations have understood this
need to invest all along. They pour significant
amounts of time and energy into a cultural
community. And they empower members of
that community as part of building the
organization’s capacity for competence.

1. Culturally competent churches value
generational diversity. These churches
value younger members just as much as
they do older ones. Young people bring a
number of differences to the table, many
of which could be viewed negatively or
positively. For instance, some have
criticized ‘digital natives’ for their short
attention spans, even calling them The
Dumbest Generation (Bauerlein, 2008).
Others, meanwhile, have praised their
ability to multi-task, to negotiate multiple
perspectives, and to collaborate in
unprecedented ways (Jenkins et. al.,
2006). The key is to look for the best in
each generation and not to assume that
different is necessarily deficient or
dangerous.

Stuff vs. Structure Finally, market
relevance focuses on creating culturally savvy
products and programs. While cool stuff may
bring young people in the door of a church, it
does not guarantee them a voice on the board
or give them a place to use and develop their
talents—things that could keep them around
for the long haul. This is where the cultural

2. Culturally competent churches conduct
self- assessment. These churches
willingly take a long, hard look at
themselves by evaluating their policies,
practices and attitudes related to youth
and young adults. They ask questions
similar to those found in the Cultural
Competence Self-Assessment

Five Elements of Culturally
Competent Churches
What do culturally competent churches
look like? Cross et al. (1989) list five
elements that contribute to an organizations’
ability to become more competent. I’ve
adapted these elements to fit the multigenerational church context.
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Questionnaire (Mason, 1995):
•

How much do we know about the
emerging generation?

•

How much personal involvement do
we have with youth and young adults?

•

Does our paid and volunteer staff
represent all age brackets?

•

Do our church budgets and committee
structures carve out a place for the
young?

•

What does our church do to invest in
schools and youth agencies in our
community?

Providing honest answers to questions
like these will give congregations a sense of
how competent they are and where they may
need to grow.
3. Culturally competent churches manage
the dynamics of difference. These
churches understand that each generation
approaches life differently, including how
they learn, communicate and problemsolve. They realize that each generation
may come to the table with certain
expectations or stereotypes about the
others. These differences can be a source
of misunderstanding and tension, and
competent congregations learn how to
manage these dynamics. A recent study
by the Pew Research Center found that
today’s generation gap is even wider than
it was forty years ago, just after the social
upheaval of Woodstock. But the results
also indicate that the public is now more
accepting of generational differences and
handles them with less conflict than
before (Taylor & Morin, 2009, pp. 5-6).
This bodes well for churches who wish to
bring generations together.
4. Culturally competent churches
incorporate cultural knowledge. These
churches channel useful knowledge about
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emerging generations into every part of
the organization. A well-known example
of this is Beloit College’s Mindset List, a
set of generational markers compiled each
year by two Beloit professors. They first
generated the List in 1998 to acquaint
their colleagues with the changing outlook
of the incoming class. Since then, it has
received nearly half a million hits on the
internet annually (Nief & McBride, 2010,
para. 2). Competent churches will follow
the lead of Beloit College by finding
creative ways to keep their members in
tune with the changing world of youth and
young adults.
5. Culturally competent churches adapt to
diversity. These churches adapt their
programs, structures and services to fit the
needs of emerging generations. The
military is a good example of this. It
would be hard to find a more hierarchical
organization. Yet the military depends on
the skills and commitment of young
people to carry out its mission.
Consequently, they have learned how to
adapt to new generations of soldiers. As
one military expert notes, “It can be a very
high pay-off for an organization if you
figure out how to utilize, how to lead, how
to integrate this generation. And that’s the
big question for organizations – be it the
military, be it businesses, be it schools,
be it churches. How do you deal with this
new generation?” (Singer, 2010, 6:196:38). Competent churches wrestle with
this question. And they understand, like
the military, that the only real choice is to
either adapt or lose the battle.

Cultural Brokering
Cross et al. (1989) envisioned
competence on a six-point continuum, with
cultural destructiveness at one end and
cultural proficiency at the other. The purpose
of the model was to encourage organizations
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to find their place on the continuum and then
move toward greater levels of competence.
But how does an organization move from one
level of competence to another? The answer:
cultural brokering.
Cultural brokering is the act of bridging,
linking, or mediating between groups or
persons from different cultural (or
generational) backgrounds for the purpose of
reducing conflict or producing change
(Jezewski, 1990). In church settings, a
broker may be an adult youth worker who has
spent time observing and listening to young
people, a parent who understands the
struggle their teenager is going through, or a
young person who produces a video about
their generation’s views on a topic.
Goode, Sockalingam & Snyder (2004)
described cultural brokers as those taking on
the roles of 1) liaisons, 2) cultural guides, 3)
mediators, and 4) catalysts for change. Here
are their descriptions, which I adapted for
multi-generational church settings.
Cultural Brokers as Liaisons. Cultural
brokers are knowledgeable in two realms: 1)
the spiritual values, beliefs and practices of
an emerging generation and 2) the
established system of the church. They serve
as points of contact and communication
between these two worlds. In immigrant
families, it’s the children who serve as the
conduit between the new culture and that of
their parents. In churches, young people or
youth workers often serve as links between a
rapidly changing culture and the traditional
environment of the church.
Cultural Brokers as Guides. Cultural
brokers lead adult members into an
understanding of a young person’s world.
Like tour guides in a distant land, they must
provide insights into youth culture by referring
to real-world experiences as well as drawing
on the latest research. Most importantly,
guides must have the trust of those they lead.

Youth workers who win the respect of parents
as well as the friendship of young people
make good cultural guides.
Cultural Brokers as Mediators. Cultural
brokers can ease the inherent distrust many
youth have of the church by putting an honest
and caring face on the organization. They can
also calm the fear and suspicion that many
adults have of young people by representing
them in fair and compelling ways. As
advocates and go-betweens, cultural brokers
must again devote sufficient time to building
trust with both groups in order to work
through conflict and misunderstanding.
Cultural Brokers as Catalysts for Change.
Cultural brokers become change agents by
creating collaborative environments that bring
members of all generations into contact with
one another. Serving together is an excellent
way to build bridges and creates changes in
climate and behavior. As catalysts, brokers
model and mentor the change they wish to
see in others, and take sensible risks when
necessary.

Conclusion
In the end, it comes down to leadership.
For a model of culturally competent youth
ministry to take hold in churches, youth
leaders must make the move from being cool
hunters to serving as cultural brokers. We
must invite others to bridge the gaps between
generations, as well. When we do this, we
will create congregations that achieve greater
levels of cultural competence. And the more
competent a congregation, the healthier, more
connected and inclusive it will be for young
and old alike.
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